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indemnified for any loss of life or wounds that might happen
In his efforts to disperse it. Further, any rooms in which
debating societies met were to be licensed by two magis-
trates, and a magistrate could enter at any time. This
Bill was to continue in force for three years. It is im-
portant to remember that before introducing these Bills
the Government had found in the case of Henry Yorke
who was tried in July 1795, and sentenced to two years'
imprisonment on a charge of conspiring to defame the
House of Commons, and to excite a spirit of disaffection
and sedition amongst the people, that they could punish
platform speeches under existing laws. Yorke was a youth
of twenty-two, and Rooke, before whom he was tried,
admitted that his speech, made at Sheffield the previous
year, would have been innocent, if it had been made at
another time. Sir James Fitz-James Stephen remarks that
this was the first instance of a prosecution in which the law
of conspiracy was applied to seditious offences.
The Acts put an end for the time to all public discussion,
for to hint that Birmingham with its 70,000 inhabitants had
as good a right to be represented in the House of Commons as
a decayed borough with half a dozen electors was to render
oneself liable to a prosecution for sedition. The London
Corresponding Society tried to evade the Act by sending
delegates to address small meetings, but the attempt broke
down, and when in 1796 they tried to hold a public meeting
the magistrates arrested some of the chief speakers, and
dispersed the meeting. But the final blow had not yet
been struck. In 1798 the Habeas Corpus Act was again
suspended, and the following year Pitt carried a Bill to
suppress the societies of United Englishmen, United Britons,
United Scotsmen, United Irishmen, and the London Corre-
sponding Society. The latter Bill contained a provision that
any society which should act in separate or distinct branches
should be deemed and taken to be an unlawful combination
and confederacy, and that any persons maintaining corre-
spondence or intercourse with it should be deemed guilty of